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Book of Mormon Swords in
Mesoamerican Antiquity
Swords are an important weapon in the Book of
Mormon narrative. The prophet Ether reported that
in the final battle of the Jaredites, King Coriantumr,
with his sword, “smote off the head” of his relentless
enemy Shiz (Ether 15:30). Swords were also used by
the earliest Nephites (2 Nephi 5:14) and were among
the deadly weapons with which that people were
finally “hewn down” at Cumorah by their enemies
(Mormon 6:9–10). While the text suggests that some
Jaredites and early Nephites may have had metal
weaponry (1 Nephi 4:9; 2 Nephi 5:14; Mosiah 8:10–
11; Ether 7:9), references to metal weapons, including metal swords, are rare. The Bible describes the
Philistine champion Goliath as having a helmet
of nochesheth, or bronze (“brass” 1 Samuel 17:5
KJV). However, as an authority on ancient warfare
observes, “the fact that on occasion the Biblical
writer deems it necessary to add the word ‘bronze’
to the use of the term ‘helmet’ would suggest that
the headgear was not normally made of metal.”1
Similarly, in the Book of Mormon most weapons
may not have been made of metal. In recent years
Latter-day Saint researchers have suggested that
most Book of Mormon swords likely resembled
the Mesoamerican weapon called a macana or
machuahuitl, a long flat piece of hard wood into
which was set a row of sharp obsidian blades on
both sides.2 Unlike war clubs the machuahuitl was
a slashing weapon and was called a “sword” by the
Spaniards who encountered its lethality firsthand.3
Post-Columbian Mesoamerican art highlights
its deadly nature. The Codex Fernandez Leal, for
example, portrays a battle between Cuicatec armies
of Central Mexico wielding macanas with which
several warriors are shown decapitated.4
In his work on ancient Mesoamerican warfare,
military historian Ross Hassig suggests that the
machuahuitl, which he terms a “broadsword,” was
a late Mesoamerican innovation that appeared only
after the 13th century.5 Some critics have questioned whether such a weapon was present in Book
of Mormon times, asserting that earlier versions
of the weapon were simply barbed clubs.6 While
it is possible that some Mesoamerican weapons
labeled macanas by scholars were clubs, there are
valid reasons to question the claim that the sword
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Mesoamerican swords were quite deadly, as evidenced by the decapitation of several warriors as depicted in the Codex Fernandez Leal.
Courtesy of The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.

macanas were only a late Mesoamerican invention.
The weapon, for example, held in the right hand of
the warrior at Loltun Cave, which some label a war
club, is similar to later representations of the Aztec
broadsword and likely represents the same weapon.7
(The Loltun representation probably dates around
the time of Christ). Other evidence now available
from Mesoamerican art confirms this view.
At the site of La Nueva, near the Pacific coast
in southern Guatemala, archaeologists recently
discovered a monument in the Cotzumalguapa
style dating to the Middle to Late Classic period
(ad 450–900). Stela 1 (Monument 11) portrays a
ruler who stands, wielding in his right hand a long
triangular object pointed downward; this appears
to be a sword.8 A Classic period figurine from
Palenque, Mexico, shows a warrior bearing a macuahuitl.9 Mesoamerican scholars working at the
site of Teotihuacan in Zone 11 (known as El Gran
Conjunto) believe they have identified several weapons on the damaged murals at that site. Mural 1 in
Portico 3 shows two weapons with sharp saw–like
edges of triangular blades, leading Ruben Cabrera to
conclude that “these figures represent two macanas
or military weapons.”10 Recently another specialist
agreed that the objects represented “weapons that
have cutting blades of wooden swords similar to the
machuahuitl,” something that should not really be
surprising since the Teotihuacanos were experts in
the use of obsidian.11 These examples obviously sug-
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gest a much earlier use for the weapon than many
have assumed. More significantly, however, archaeologist Ann Cyphers, an authority on the Olmec
Preclassic site of San Lorenzo (1500–900 bc), has
recently identified weapons on recovered monuments
at that site, including several curved scimitar-like
weapons similar to the Toltec “short sword.” One
of these, on Monument 78, which she identifies as
a macana, has a handle with a straight base inset
with triangular blades on both edges. Cyphers notes
that while it differs from weapons shown in Middle
Preclassic monuments, “its form is like that from
later times particularly the Mexica [Aztec] culture.”12
This suggests that the Aztec macuahuitl sword, like
the scimitar or short sword, in fact, goes back to
Early Preclassic times among the Olmec. Since most
contemporary researchers on the Book of Mormon
associate the Jaredites with the Olmec tradition, the
representation of swords in the earliest Olmec art at
San Lorenzo, though contrary to the current views
of some scholars, is consistent with Book of Mormon
references to swords among the Jaredites. !
by Matthew Roper
resident scholar, Maxwell Institute
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Choose [Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1972], 31,
as quoted in The Neal A. Maxwell Quote Book,
ed. Cory H. Maxwell [Salt Lake City: Bookcraft,
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